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Roles of Geographic Names

 Unique identifier of places and 
geographic features

 Link between map symbols and
everyday language

 Commemorate people, events, 
other places, . . .



Rhetoric of Geographic Names

 Conservative = resistant to 
impulsive change

 A public good, appropriate for 
bureaucratic oversight

 The romance of geographic 
names and the defense of 
historical authenticity



Survey of Jordan, c. 1976



Survey of 
Palestine, 1943



Survey of 
Israel, 1988



Survey of 
Palestine, 1943



Survey of 
Israel, 1988



PalestineRemembered.com, c. 2004







National Geographic
Society (www.ngs.org), 2000



WorldAtlas.com,
2015



WorldAtlas.com,
2015



Google Maps,
2015

Zoomed in further
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Google Maps,

IP address

in Iran, 2015

Enlargement
of frame

Screen shot from GulfNews.com,

“How Google Is Showing Arabian
Gulf on Maps,” 13 August 2015



http://geonames.nga.mil/namesgaz/gnsquicksearch.asp

geonames.nga.mil



Google Maps, from the NGA Website

Enlargement of
area around pin



MapQuest, from the NGA Website



MapQuest.com,
2015

MapQuest, direct access
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USGS instructions
• Pre 1928: no specific written guidance

• 1928: codified name-checking

– “The importance of a complete and authentic 

record of feature names is so great that nothing 

should be left for memory.”

– Confirm local usage by consulting “at least two 

independent authorities for each name and 

spelling.”

– Map editors were to consult published maps, 

gazetteers, and reports of expeditions.



Features

named

“Jap”

Jap Lake

Jap Gulch

Jap Meadow
Jap

Creek

Jap Creek

Jap Hollow

Jap
Springs

Jap Park

Jap Davidson Ditch

Jap Mine

Jap Ditch

Jap Creek

Jap Valley

Jap
Ranch

Jap Slough

Jap Point

Jap Creek

ALABAMA
Jap Creek

ARKANSAS
Jap Knob

FLORIDA
Jap Rock

MINNESOTA
Jap Lake

OKLAHOMA
Jap Beaver Lake Dam

TEXAS
Jap Smith Branch

WEST VIRGINIA
Jap Post Office

Jap Gap

Jap Bay

Jap Hills

Jap Creek

Jap Creek
Jap Creek



Blanket Renaming

• 1963 – “Nigger” changed to “Negro”
– Stuart Udall (1962): “Whatever the overtones of 

the word were in the past, unquestionably a great 
many people now consider it derogatory or worse. 

It is like an obscenity in that avoidance of its use 

is common courtesy and in that its use may incur 
some sort of social penalty. I do not see how the 

Federal Government can in conscience require the 

use of the word in any connection.””



Blanket Renaming

• 1963 – “Nigger” changed to “Negro”
– Stuart Udall (1962): “Whatever the overtones of 

the word were in the past, unquestionably a great 
many people now consider it derogatory or worse. 

It is like an obscenity in that avoidance of its use 

is common courtesy and in that its use may incur 
some sort of social penalty. I do not see how the 

Federal Government can in conscience require the 

use of the word in any connection.” – changed 

to ”• 1974 – “Jap” replaced with “Japanese”
– –



Omni Gazetteer, ca. 1990

No instances
in the state

Toponyms (mostly variants) containing

“Nigger,” “Niger,” or “Nigar”



Toponyms (mostly variants) containing

“Nigger,” “Niger,” or “Nigar”

Geographic Names Information System (GNIS), 2003

No instances
in the state



Toponyms containing “Negro,” circa 2003

AK
HI

DC

Geographic Names Information System (GNIS), 2003

No instances
in the state



A Transition in Upstate New York

1943, USGS

1953, USGS

1977, 
New York
DoT



Toponyms containing “Squaw,” c, 2003

Geographic Names Information System (GNIS), 2003

No instances
in the stateAK

HI

DC



Current toponyms containing “Squaw”

Geographic Names Information System (GNIS), 2003

No instances
in the state
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Replacement Requirements 

• No duplicate names

• Name must be locally relevant, or commemorate a 

person of great importance 

• No names commemorating persons deceased less than 

five years

• Renaming is a formal process

• State, tribal approval (generally)

• Other rules



GNIS entry



Barbara Miers, flickr | Creative Commons

Denali, a.k.a. Mount McKinley



Sesquidecennial Record of the Class of 1885, Princeton University, January, 1901





U.S. Geological Survey,
Map of Alaska, 

1:500,000, 1936

U.S. Geological Survey,
Map of Alaska, 

1:500,000, 1996



U.S. Geological

Survey, 1970

U.S. Geological

Survey, 1976



1973 2014



macron

U.S. Geological

Survey, 1995



U.S. Geological

Survey, 1981



glottal stops

U.S. Geological

Survey, 1998



U.S. Geological

Survey, 1954



U.S. Geological

Survey, 1977



U.S. Geological

Survey, 1952



U.S. Geological

Survey, 1997



Questions?


